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AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

FIRE MANAGEMENT AND
ECOLOGY

Laws, Regulations, and Policies

• Protection Act of September 20, 1922 (U.S.C. 594)
• Reciprocal Fire Protection Act of May 27, 1955, as

amended (42 U.S.C 1856, 1856a)
• Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy & Review

1995
• Review and Update of Federal Wildland Fire Manage-

ment Policy (USDI-BLM 2001b)
• Smoke permits through Montana/Idaho Airshed; EPA

Interim Air Quality Policy for Wildland and Prescribed
Fire (EPA 1998)

• Interagency offset and Six Party Fire Protection Agree-
ment between the BLM, Forest Service and Montana
DNRC

• Wildland and Prescribed Fire Management Policy:
Implementation Procedures Reference Guide (National
Interagency Fire Center 1998)

• Review and Update of the 1998 Federal Wildland Fire
Management Policy (National Interagency Fire Center
2001)

Affected Environment

Fire Occurrence in the planning area is presented in several
sections below, detailing Fire History, Current Fire Policy,
Wildland Fire Suppression and Occurrence, Prescribed
Burning, Historical Fire Regimes, Fuel Conditions, and Fire
Behavior. Fire Risk for the planning area is then discussed.

FIRE HISTORY
Natural fire is a climatic phenomenon. As the natural cli-
mate has fluctuated, vegetation communities and fire re-
gimes have changed and wildland fire has expanded and
contracted its range. As glaciers receded and forest com-
munities were established, associated changes in weather
patterns gave rise to lightning caused wildfires. Native
Americans and early settlers also used fire to manipulate
the environment. Studies of fire scars and even-aged stands
of old timber show a consistent pattern of fire frequency
from at least 1600 to1900 (Pyne 1982). However, the dev-
astating fires of 1910 prompted broad-scale fire control and
suppression activities that marked the beginning of changes
in vegetative communities and fire regimes, which continue
today.

CURRENT FIRE POLICY
Until the 1960s, fire policy emphasized control of all wild-
fire by 10 a.m. the following day. Prompted by passage of
the Wilderness Act of 1964, fire managers began to con-
sider the natural role of fire in the environment. This changed
the strategy from fire control to one of fire management.

Options available under this new fire management strategy
allowed for fire by prescription and a range of suppression
alternatives to achieve fire management objectives once
initial attack failed. The current Federal Wildland and Pre-
scribed Fire Policy allows fire managers to use the appro-
priate fire suppression response for all wildfires. These re-
sponses vary from aggressive initial attack, with the intent
of minimizing the number of acres burned, to monitoring
fires in an effort to reduce suppression costs, provide re-
source benefits, and reduce firefighter exposure to the haz-
ards of fire suppression. The 1984 Fire Management Plan
for the DFO provides the current direction for fire manage-
ment activities; however, it has not been updated to reflect
current Federal Wildland Fire Policy. The RMP will pro-
vide direction to develop a new Fire Management Plan for
the planning area.

WILDLAND FIRE SUPPRESSION AND
OCCURRENCE
The Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest and the Mon-
tana Department of Natural Resources has suppression re-
sponsibility for BLM land within the Dillon Field Office.
Fire activity records kept between 1982 and 2001 on fed-
eral, state, and some private ownerships document 583 fires
that burned approximately 28,982 acres. This is about 1
percent of the area in both Beaverhead and Madison Coun-
ties. This does not include the Mussigbrod Fire northwest
of Wisdom, Montana that doubled this amount in the year
2000. Figure 4 displays the fire statistics from 1982 to 2001
(excluding the Mussigbrod Fire).

PRESCRIBED BURNING
Since 1982, an average of 125 acres per year of public land
in the planning are have been treated by prescribed fire.
Table 40 lists prescribed burning projects completed in the
planning area since 1982.

Table 40 
Prescribed Burns Completed in the 

Dillon Planning Area since 1982 

Approx. Approx. 
Project Name Area Acres Year 

Swamp Creek Big Hole 150 1982 

Gravellys Virginia City Area 150 1983 

Timber Gulch Timber Gulch 400 1984 

Centennials Price Creek Unit 7 40 1985 

Centennials Lima Reservoir 200 1986 

McCartney Mtn. McCartney Mtn. 600 1986 

Gravellys Nevada City 300 1988 

Medicine Lodge Poole Creek 400 2000 

Total Acres 2240 
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